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Information Seeking in Social Context: Structural
Influences and Receipt of Information Benefits
Rob Cross, Ronald E. Rice, and Andrew Parker
Abstract—Research in the information processing, situ-
ated learning, and social network traditions has consistently
demonstrated the importance of social networks for acquiring
information. However, we know little about how organizational re-
lationships established by a relative position in a formal structure
or social relationships established by interpersonal processes in-
fluence whom is sought out for various kinds of information. Prior
research suggests that people often receive some combination
of five benefits when seeking information from other people: 1)
solutions; 2) meta-knowledge (pointers to databases or people); 3)
problem reformulation; 4) validation of plans or solutions; and 5)
legitimation from contact with a respected person. This research
builds on that work by assessing the influence of organizational
and social structures (such as similarity of job function, hierarchy,
task interdependence, physical proximity, influence, trust, friend-
ship, and gender) on receipt of these benefits from other people in
a physically distributed organization. Task interdependence is the
strongest and most consistent predictor of information seeking.
However, social relations also affect the receipt of informational
benefits, especially as they become more representational and
affective. Implications are suggested for the study of social capital,
computer-mediated communication, and organizational learning.
Index Terms—Information, networks, relationships.
I. INTRODUCTION
W
ITH the evolution of knowledge management (KM), we
have seen increased emphasis placed on understanding
and supporting processes of knowledge creation and sharing
within and across groups in organizations [16], [21], [26], [35],
[99], [106]. However, outside of work on communities of prac-
tice (CoP) there has been little research on knowledge creation
and sharing within informal networks of employees. Given the
centrality of social interaction as a vehicle for knowledge cre-
ation and learning, it is important to better understand these
processes from a social network perspective. While research
is placing increased emphasis on the social context of knowl-
edge creation and sharing, there is much yet to learn in terms of
both the kinds of information that people seek out from other
people and the characteristics of relationships that dictate who
is sought. The purpose of this paper is to identify and analyze
the influence of two categories of relationships—organizational
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and social—that might facilitate or constrain the flow ofvarious
kinds of information within a group.
We will begin by briefly reviewing research establishing the
importance of the social context of organizational knowledge
creation and sharing. We then identify five categories of in-
formational benefits typically derived when seeking informa-
tion from other people as well as review relevant research re-
garding potential structural influences on receipt of these infor-
mation benefits. This review serves to motivate a general re-
search question concerning the relationship between organiza-
tional and social structural influences and receipt of informa-
tion. The methods section describes the sample and site, the
overall procedures, and the measures used in assessing these
relationships. The results section presents bivariate and mul-
tivariate relationships among these variables, highlighting the
separate roles of organizational and social structural influences.
Finally, the discussion section considers implications for future
research and practice involving social capital, computer-medi-
ated communication, and organizational learning.
II. BACKGROUND
A. Social Context of Organizational Knowledge Creation and
Sharing
Many early KM initiatives involved the implementation of
distributed databases and organizational processes to ensure
capture and sharing of lessons and reusable work products [32],
[33], [73], [85], [93]. These so-called knowledge repositories
bridge boundaries of time and space, allow for reuse of work
products, and provide one form of memory with which an
organization can learn over time. However, many of these
approaches have conceptualized knowledge as something that
exists outside of social interactions. Such perspectives overlook
the fact that the creation and interpretation of knowledge
is inherently a social process [7], [67], [107], [100], [101].
Evidence accumulating over the past 30 years has consis-
tently demonstrated the importance of social relationships for
acquiring information [3], [16], [32], [69], learning how to
do one’s work [15], [60], [75], [97], and collectively solving
cognitively complex tasks [48], [70], [105].
While we know social networks significantly effect how
people find and assimilate information to do their work, re-
search has less thoroughly explored two aspects of information
seeking in social networks. First, we know relatively little
about the specific ways in which people benefit when they
obtain information from other people. The situated learning
literature has richly demonstrated the importance of relation-
ships for learning at work [15], [60], [75], [106], but these
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ethnographic accounts have not provided sufficient specificity
regarding the kinds of information received to model learning
in social networks (for an exception, see [98]). While social
network analysis provides the means with which to model
these processes in groups, a review of that literature reveals
limitations to the way in which researchers have traditionally
assessed “advice” or “information” seeking networks [68].
Social network research has typically emphasized the role
of weak or bridging ties in the acquisition of nonredundant
information [18], [44], [84], [88], [89], (for an exception, see
[45]). As a result, information-seeking networks have often
been considered uni-dimensional, a bias that has slowed our
understanding of how individuals and groups create and share
knowledge in organizations.
Second, we also know little about how formal and interper-
sonal characteristics of relationships predict whom is sought
out for various kinds of information. Knowledge does not
flow freely or uniformly in organizations. Sociologists have
poignantly demonstrated how correct information can have
little or no impact on critical decision processes as groups
can limit and reinforce shared information [51], [77], [98].
Organizational theorists have shown that a person’s knowledge
can be constrained by one’s role [64], [76] or not acted upon
due to motivational or cognitive impediments resulting from
introducing knowledge into diverse social contexts [10], [36],
[40], [95]. For shared knowledge to be meaningfully used, it
must be coupled with mechanisms for acquisition, retention,
retrieval, evaluation, and application of the information [5],
[34], [90]. A critical component of this context lies with the
network of relationships among members of a given collective;
however, we currently have little empirical understanding of
the way in which organizational and social aspects of rela-
tionships influence which people are sought for information.
Again, this lack of awareness of relational attributes that lead
people to seek specific others in the face of new problems or
opportunities has slowed our understanding of how individuals
and groups create and share knowledge in organizations.
B. Benefits From Seeking Information From People
How might a person benefit when seeking information from
another? Clearly people can provide information that directly
solvesaproblemoranswersaquestion.Alternativelytheymight
notbeabletoansweragivenquestionyetstillplayacriticalbro-
keringfunctionbypointingpeopletoothersthatmightknowthe
answer [3], [18]. However, in addition to simply transferring in-
formation, people can engage each other in interactions shaping
the dimensions of a problem space that an information seeker
considers important [37], [60], [87], [102]–[104]. Such interac-
tions are particularly salient early in problem solving and quite
often dramatically affect the trajectory of information seeking
and solution development over time.
People can also receive psychological and/or social benefits
when seeking information from another person. For example,
outside of any objectively correct information that might be ob-
tained, people can also derive confidence or assurance when
seeking informationfrom anotherperson.AccordingtoBlau [9,
p. 32], people “are anxious to receive social approval for their
decisions and actions, for their opinions and suggestions. The
approvingagreementofothershelpstoconfirmtheirjudgments,
justify their conduct and validate their beliefs.” Such approval
can be highly instrumental in terms of efficiency by helping in-
formation seekers determine when to terminate a search [65].
Further, confidence can be built in these interactions, thereby
improving the effectiveness with which a person advances their
knowledge in new and often diverse social contexts [37].
In addition, we also know that information seeking is a sym-
bolic act with social significance. For example, the need to le-
gitimate decisions to various stakeholders has been identified as
a reason why organizational members search for more informa-
tion thannecessary to solvea specificproblem [47], [74].While
scholars have focused on the process of information seeking,
it is also reasonable to believe that the status of people sought
out carries symbolic value. Particularly in ambiguous, knowl-
edge-intensive settings, it is possible that whom is sought out
can be as important as what is found [39].
In short, research has fingered unique ways that people ben-
efit when seeking information from other people. However, we
havenoholisticviewoftheseinformationalbenefitsandconcur-
rently how we might model information seeking in social con-
texts. Recently, a series of studies by Cross et al. have begun
to more systematically assess ways that people benefit when
seeking information from other people. In an initial qualitative
effort, Cross [24] interviewed 40 managers in a consulting or-
ganization from a wide cross section of offices throughout the
U.S. about a sample of 120 relations (40 people 3 critical re-
lationshipseach).Leveragingresultsfrom priorrelated research
as sensitizing concepts [94], [108], five categories of informa-
tion benefits were identified:
1) solutions (know what and know how);
2) meta-knowledge (pointers to databases or other people);
3) problem reformulation;
4) validation of plans or solutions;
5) legitimation from contact with a respected person.1
Table I provides the conceptual definition and a sample tran-
script quote for each of the five information benefits.
Each of these information benefits was found to perform a
unique function in helping interviewees to solve problems, thus
providing granularity to what has typically been considered an
uni-dimensional advice or information seeking network [18],
[44], [84]. A follow-on quantitative study of 118 managers
within a different consulting organization known for its KM
technology demonstrated that all five of these informational
benefits were more effectively derived from each respondent’s
network than from alternative impersonal sources within the
organization [25]. Consistent with Allen’s [3] findings, this
work further underscored the critical informational role an
individual’s network plays even in the face of sophisticated,
accessible, and well-populated KM databases. Finally, a recent
study of research scientists employed a Guttman scaling tech-
nique and found a graded structure of these benefits suggesting
thatreceipt oftheseinformationalbenefitsare uniquelyaffected
by organizational and social structures [28].
However, to date this research has done little to specify
the role of organizational and social structures on receipt of
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TABLE I
INFORMATION BENEFITS DERIVED FROM SEEKING INFORMATION FROM PEOPLE [24]
these informational benefits. Outside of the construct of tie
strength [44], there is little evidence regarding the way in which
kinds of relationships constrain or facilitate information flow
in networks. For example, for which information benefits is
trust likely to play a greater role? Does hierarchy or informal
authority have a greater influence on whom is sought out for
various information benefits? Gaining clarity on how social
context affects information seeking will allow us to model with
greater precision processes of knowledge creation, sharing, and
learning in organizations.
C. Structural Influences on Receiving Information Benefits
Seeking information from another person inherently involves
more than just individual attributes of the information seeker
or person sought out. It involves various structures, or ongoing
patterns of relations that constrain or facilitate action. We can
summarize these into two categories of structural influences
likely tocontextualizeinformationseeking [79]: Organizational
(functional similarity, hierarchical proximity, task interde-
pendency, and spatial proximity), and social (influence, trust,
friendship, and gender). Organizational structures are those
moreorlessdefinedbyprocessflows,formalreportingrelations,
and physical locations. Social structures are those more or less
defined by the nature of the interpersonal relationship between
members of a social system.
1) Organizational Influences: Unit proximity refers to oc-
cupying positions within the same functional department [80].
There are at least two reasons why helping relationships should
develop within a work unit. First, workgroup members tend to
be peers, and employees rely on peers for job-related informa-
tion because they are less likely to lose face by admitting ig-
norance to an individual of equal status [20], [56], [71]. The
second reason that information sharing should develop among
workgroup members is because such people belong to the same
functional sub-culture and hierarchical position, and thus, are
likelytosharesimilarperceptionsandhavesimilarneedsandin-
formation resources. For example, Stevenson and Gilly’s study
[91]ofproblem-solvingnetworksfoundthatmedicalemployees
were more likely to seek assistance within their own functional
sub-culture (of doctors, nurses, or administrators) than outside
of their division. In both Lang et al.’s [59] study of two uni-
versity departments, and Lee’s [61] study of 12 private and
public sector organizations, users cited departmental colleagues
as their primary source of computing advice.
Related to unit proximity is task interdependency which is
especially relevant to the present study for two reasons. First,
task interdependence should facilitate knowledge of, and access
to, those who might have useful information. Second, interde-
pendent jobs necessarily involve some similar task information,
technical processes, and both covert and overt knowledge. For
example, Eveland et al. [38] found that IT helper/helpee dyads
shared at least five similar information work tasks, and Rice et
al. [81] reported a significant effect of task interdependency on
an employee’s being sought as an information provider.
Spatial proximity refers to the degree that individuals work
physically close to one another. Physical proximity, while not
much studied, has been shown to play a significant role in influ-
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kinds of knowledge are shared spontaneously, and how infor-
mation and social norms are made more or less accessible [3],
[4], [69]. The frequency of informal conversations decreases
dramatically between employees who are located on different
floors, and of course in different buildings [57]. Employees in
two studies [11], [58] cite nearness or availability as one of the
most important reasons for choosing a particular source of help
concerning a new information system. However, spatial prox-
imity (in one of two offices in different states) was one of the
weakest predictors of seeking or providing help in Rice et al.’s
[81] study, and played no role in fostering similar attitudes to-
ward a new information system in Rice and Aydin’s [80] study.
2) Social Influences: Relational proximity is the degree to
which individuals directly interact. This informal, or emergent,
network of relations may overlap, subsume, or avoid connec-
tions created by organizational structures [79]. Employees tend
to seek help from organizational members who are relationally
proximate whether they are located in the same organizational
unit [56], [92], or in different units [20]. Employees may seek
help from members that they interact with frequently because
they have developed a trusting relationship which allows them
to expose their information needs, or share innovative informa-
tion[1],[2],[27],[29],[30].Forexample,studiesfindapositive
relationship between relational proximity and similarity of atti-
tudes and behavior toward a particular information technology
[17], [23], [42], [79]–[82], [86]. For the purposes of this study,
we suggest that relational proximity can be thought of along
three dimensions of relationships:
1) influence;
2) trust;
3) friendship.
Participants’ gender may also influence the sharing of infor-
mation. People tend to seek information from members of the
same gender since they may share similar perspectives, sim-
ilar communication styles, or belong to the same communi-
cation networks [49], [50]. However, Ibarra notes that women
are more likely to go to men for task-oriented support, but to
other women for social support. Females tend to be socialized
to exhibit more cooperative behaviors than males, and to be less
concerned with presenting themselves as independent and au-
tonomous [43], [96], so may be more likely to seek validation
and problem reformulation.
D. Research Question
Effectively modeling knowledge creation and sharing in or-
ganizational settings requires an understanding of the structural
contexts experienced by the seeker. Thus, the question moti-
vating this research is: What organizational (unit, functional,
hierarchical, task interdependency, and spatial proximity) and
social structures (relations of relative power, trust, friendship,
and gender) influence the receipt of various kinds information
seeking benefits (solutions, meta-knowledge, problem refor-
mulation, legitimacy, and validation) in an organizational
setting? This general research question presumes a causal
model whereby organizational and social structures, which are
independent variables, influence the receipt of benefits from
information seeking, which are the dependent variables.
III. METHODS
A. Sample and Site
We collected relevant organizational (function, hierarchical
level, task interdependency, location), and social (influence,
trust, friendship, gender) structural data from a group of 34
information scientists within a global pharmaceutical organi-
zation. These people supported the research and development
functionwithintheorganizationandsooftendealtwithcomplex
requestsforinformationthatrequiredthemtorelyoneachother’s
expertise in various domains. Members of this department were
highly trained (over 75% held doctorates) and were expected
to conduct extensive reviews of ambiguous topics with little or
no guidance from the research scientists. Typically, they were
also expected to consolidate and package the results of their
searches into oral presentations and written documentation for
the scientists. As a result, they were required to demonstrate an
advanced understanding of the specific compound under study
andwereexpectedtoapplytheirintuition(andtheircolleagues’)
in shaping the materials delivered to the research scientists.
This was a challenge asthe group was distributedoverfour sites
throughout the U.S. and also crossed four hierarchical levels.
Each site had roughly the same number of people; however, the
hierarchical levels were not equal, as three people occupied the
mostsenior position, fivethenextlevel (the management team),
fivemoreassupervisors,andtheremaining21asresearchers.
B. Measures
Table II provides the wording and the descriptive statistics
of the survey items. Wherever possible, we used question items
employed in previous research, including indicators of friend-
ship [53], [54], influence [13], [14], trust [55] and task inter-
dependency [12]. Remaining items were constructed to tap the
above components of the information network. Several steps
were taken in this process to ensure reliability [66]. First, ques-
tions were constructed to be specific and provide detail as to the
construct of interest. Second,we sought toelicit typicalpatterns
of interaction as prior research indicates that recall of specific
interactions that occurred in specific time intervals has lower
reliability than more general measures of typical interactions
[8], [41]. Third, we pre-tested the instruments on a group of 17
human resource executives in the same organization. A focus
group debriefing of these respondents suggested that people
were interpreting items correctly based on both general under-
standing of the items and their ability to recount specific in-
stances where they received the five information benefits.
Finally, following survey administration, we randomly chose
and interviewed ten of the 34 respondents to the network
survey. These interviews assessed the participants’ general
understanding of network questions and required them to
recount critical incidents with a person they had named in the
network survey. In only three out of the 50 scenarios explored
(i.e., 10 respondents 5 information benefits) did people make
a mistake. Two of these scenarios were where people reported
receiving solutions that we would have coded as meta-knowl-
edge and one was a report of legitimation that we would have
coded as validation. This process provided further support for
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TABLE II
ITEM WORDING AND DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR INFORMATION BENEFITS, AND STRUCTURAL INFLUENCES (ORGANIZATIONAL AND SOCIAL)
C. Nature of Network Measures and Analysis
It is important to note that all of these variables either are
initially dyadic, as the unit of observation is an ordered pair
of persons, or are converted into dyadic format. That is, the
primary form of the data is a (respondent respon-
dent) matrix for each kind of information benefit and each kind
of network relationship. For each ordered pair ( ) we asked
whether ’s relationship with could be characterized by orga-
nizational or social structures (the independent variables), and
we asked whether or not person typically received solutions,
meta-knowledge, problem reformulation, validation, and legiti-
mation from person (the dependent variables).
Since the data are dyadic, the observations do not satisfy
the assumptions of ordinary procedures for statistical inference
(that is, rows and columns in the dataset are not necessarily in-
dependent as they refer to the same people). Consequently, the
quadratic assignment procedure (QAP) [6], [52] is used to com-
pute Pearson correlations and multiple regressions, and the as-
sociated nonparametric significance tests (using a permutation
technique to create a distribution of possible correlations so as
to identify the significance of the observed correlation) among
the variables. A side benefit of this procedure is that we can
compute network correlations (and regressions) even when all
variables are dichotomous.
TableIIIsummarizesthevariousstagesandproceduresinthis
study.
IV. RESULTS
Table IV shows bivariate correlations among the variables.
The correlationsare fairly high amongthe fiveinformation ben-CROSS et al.: INFORMATION SEEKING IN SOCIAL CONTEXT 443
TABLE III
SUMMARY OF PROCEDURES—SURVEY DEVELOPMENT,N ETWORK MEASURES,C REATION AND ANALYSIS OF NETWORK MATRICES
efits; however, our follow-on interviews with the respondents
make it clear that participants conceptualize these dimensions
as distinct. Thus, we attribute thestrong inter-correlations to the
tendencyforpeopletoobtainmorethanonekindofinformation
benefit from any one individual. Further, a review of Table IV
shows correlations among the independent variables (the struc-
turalinfluences)tobewithinacceptableranges[72],thoughtask
structures are moderately correlated with trust and friendship
structures. Nonetheless, to control for these inter-relationships,
and to identify the unique relationships of the task and social
structural influences with the five information benefits, we ran
a series of QAP multiple regressions, as shown in Table V. As
with traditional multiple regression, the final coefficients repre-
sent the unique, partial correlations of each structural influence
on each information benefit, independent of the other structural
influences.Again,though,wenotethatthefiveinformationben-
efitsarenotthemselvescompletelyindependent,sothatthefinal
variances explained and significance levels of the five multiple
regressions are overestimates.
Of particular interest is that both organizational and social
structural influences yield robust models. Variance accounted
for in the information benefit variables ranges from a high of
44% for receipt of solutions to 25% for receipt of legitimation.
A. Organizational Structural Influences
As indicated by the beta coefficients, the structural influence
of task interdependence is a consistent and strong predictor of
receipt of all five information benefits (with standardized betas
from 0.24 to 0.54). Of the other organizational influences, one’s
locationinthefunctionalstructurehadnoinfluenceonreceiving
information benefits, except that being in a different job func-
tion did slightly influence receipt of validation. This implies,
somewhat in agreement with the weak ties [44], [54] and struc-
tural holes arguments [12], that support for the “rightness” of a
decision must come from outside of one’s cohesive network or
strong ties. Reinforcement from one’s close relations may serve
other purposes, but seemingly does not provide the external or
“objective” perspective necessary for validation. Similarity or
difference in hierarchical levels had no influence on receipt of
informationbenefits. It maybe that inscientific or R&D organi-
zations such as this one, formal hierarchical status is peripheral
toexpertise,asrepresentedinthetaskinterdependencenetwork.
Interestingly, co-location did not seem to play a significant role
in receipt of the five information benefits. This was unexpected
given some prior findings on the importance of physical propin-
quity and interaction [3], [69]; but not all studies have found
significant effects of co-location [80]. More than likely, this is a
product of our study focusing on intentional search and not the
more serendipitous kinds of interactions that might result from
physical propinquity [57], [81].
B. Social Structural Influences
Aside from friendship, social aspects of relationships play a
smaller role in determining whether a pair of respondents re-
ported exchanging a given information benefit. Power (here, in
the form of influence) plays a role in framing dimensions of
problems that are attended to (problem reformulation) and the
way in which solutions become more broadly accepted (legit-
imation). Trust influenced whom was sought for meta-knowl-
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TABLE IV
CORRELATIONS AMONG INFORMATION BENEFIT AND STRUCTURAL INFLUENCE MATRICES
TABLE V
PREDICTING INFORMATION BENEFITS FROM STRUCTURAL INFLUENCES
not predict whom was sought for solutions or legitimation. It
seems that if a problem domain is well-defined, then it is likely
not so important that one trust the person they turn to for infor-
mational purposes.
The friendship relationship predicted whom was sought
for all five information benefits (with betas ranging from
0.10 to 0.25). It is particularly interesting to note the stronger
importance of the friendship relationship for meta-knowledge,
problem reformulation, and validation, as this introduces a
potential bias in early stages of problem reformulation. That
is, if people tend to overemphasize their friends when concep-
tualizing and validating problems and solutions, they will be
limited by the fact that the same information and perspectives
are already shared and well known among friends. As a
result, problem resolution will not benefit from the different
perspectives, novel knowledge, or remote expertise that might
come from others not so well known (as argued in the weak
ties/structural holes research). Finally, gender similarity had noCROSS et al.: INFORMATION SEEKING IN SOCIAL CONTEXT 445
influence, in this network of information scientists anyway, on
receipt of information benefits, except that people of similar
gender were more likely to receive validation from each other.
Clearly, if validation is an important basis for creating a shared
interpretation of information that becomes organizational
knowledge, and validation is greater between members of the
same gender, we can see one of the manifestations of the social
context of knowledge.
C. Relative Influences of Organizational and Social Structure
Influence on Different Information Benefits
In aggregate, the trends in the beta coefficients demonstrate
the relative importance of task and social relationships in pre-
dictingwhomissoughtforeachofthefiveinformationbenefits.
As Fig. 1 shows, a parsimonious view of the five information
benefits might be that in moving from solution and legitimation
(whatmightbeconsideredmoreinstrumentalinformationbene-
fits) to meta-knowledge, problem-solving, and validation (what
might be considered more representational and affective infor-
mationbenefits),knowledgecanbeseenasincreasinglyresident
in the social context of a group. As one moves from solution to
validation, the beta coefficients indicating the influence of the
task interdependence relationship on those information benefits
decline, while the influence of social relations, though playing
different roles, generally increases in importance. In all cases
except the influence of friendship on validation, however, task
interdependency is the strongest influence.
V. DISCUSSION
A. Limitations
Of course this study has several limitations. First, the study
was conducted within one organization, which limits generaliz-
ability of findings. This was a conscious decision as we felt the
limitation was mitigated by the depth of analysis afforded and
the increased prevalence of similar cognitive and social char-
acteristics in knowledge intensive work. However, it is likely
that different national, occupational, or organizational cultures
would provide different patterns as to the importance of any
given social relationship.
Asecondlimitationofthisstudyisitsprimaryfocusonsocial
context.Thisstudy didnotaddresstheway inwhich impersonal
sources of information such as computer or online databases or
paper archives facilitate the creation of meaning in a given or-
ganizational context. Future work will hopefully consider this
challengeandhelpcreateamorerobusttheoryregardingthecre-
ation of knowledge as a product of affordances (both personal
and impersonal) in one’s environment. This is accomplished by
including additional sources and channels as network choices
[83], [90].
Nevertheless,wefeelthisresearchmakesacontributiontothe
KM, information processing and social network literatures. In
contrasttotheinformationprocessingandKMliterature’sfocus
on transfer and assimilation of objective information or data,
the present results show that when information is sought from
people, benefits accrue that are important to both generating a
solutionandintroducingthesolutionintodiversesocialcontexts
Fig. 1. Extent to which each selected structural influence predicts each
information benefit.
through adaptive, symbolic and affective processes. As a con-
tribution to the social network literature, results show that there
are several dimensions to the advice or information seeking net-
work that contribute to knowledge creation and use, and that are
differentiallyinfluencedbyorganizationalandsocialstructures.
B. Social Capital
This work may extend theorizing on social capital in knowl-
edge-intensive settings. By adding further granularity to tradi-
tional lines of inquiry that have focused on tie strength [44],
[45] or structural holes [18], our perspective offers evidence of
social capital in knowledge-intensive settings based on a func-
tionalviewofrelationships.Timeandenergyconstraintsrestrict
one’s ability to develop and maintain a set of task and social re-
lationships that provide various information benefits [78]. For
example, legitimation likely accrues within a given collective
as a product of authority or expertise. Such people are likely
highly sought out, and so are costly and time consuming rela-
tionships to develop and maintain. Similarly, problem reformu-
lation seems to occur in trusting relationships, again ones that
mightrequiresignificanteffortandhistorytodevelopandmain-
tain. It is feasible that individual effectiveness is derived from
expendingone’sfiniterelationalenergyindevelopingandmain-
taining those relationships that provide an appropriate balance
of the five information benefits (as Burt [18], [19] argues).
C. Computer-Mediated Communication
Our research also suggests implications for studies of com-
puter-mediated communication. Information processing studies
tend to focus on knowledge sharing that is mediated by dis-
tributed technologies [22], [31], [46], [62]. In relation to the
five information benefits discussed above, we suggest that un-
derstanding what is both lost and gained through computer me-
diated communication among people offers important insight
intothewayinwhichtechnologymightbeeffectivelydeployed.
Specifically, one might anticipate that e-mail and collaborative
virtualenvironments facilitatethereceiptof solutionsand meta-
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time and space. However, it is likely that information benefits
of problem reformulation or validation do not move across me-
diated networks as readily.
D. Organizational Learning
Finally, at the network level of analysis, the five information
benefits can further our understanding of social processes and
performance implications of organizational learning. Specifi-
cally, March [63] identifies a fundamental contextual influence
in his distinction between exploration and exploitation.I n
relation to the five information benefits it is likely that social
systems engaged in exploitative tasks benefit from relations
providing better instrumental access to nonredundant informa-
tion. Thus, we would expect the content of such networks to
be more heavily weighted to solutions and meta-knowledge
as there likely exists some collective agreement on relevant
problem dimensions. In short, if we do truly know what we
need to know and/or speed matters, solidarity of the group on
who is either influential or an expert in a given domain is likely
important.
However, often tasks of importance in organizations are not
characterized by exploitation so much as by exploration, whose
essence “is experimentation with new alternatives” (March [63,
p. 85]). Meaning in such equivocal endeavors is likely heavily
reliant on expressive social interaction. Thus in exploratory set-
tings characterized by ambiguity or equivocality (as opposed to
settings ripe for exploiting available knowledge) we might see
a greater weighting on the importance of relationships for the
provisionofproblemreformulation,validationandlegitimation.
As developingand maintaining theserelationships likely entails
trust (in the case of problem reformulation and validation) or
coping with status differentials (in the case of legitimation) then
we might also expect to see fewerrelationships than in exploita-
tive task domains characterized by greater uncertainty and less
equivocality.Further,incontrasttotheexploitationcontingency,
it is likely that performance of a group in an exploratory setting
isbenefitedbyconsideringcompetingalternatives,andthenval-
idating those alternatives. In this context, excessive agreement
on who provides legitimation might stunt learning and knowl-
edgecreation,aswhatis“legitimate”istypicallywhatisalready
acceptable and formalized.
VI. CONCLUSION
This research was undertaken to illuminate ways that social
context (in the form of organizational and social structural fac-
tors) might influence the receipt of the five information bene-
fits. We sought to offer findings relevant to two gaps in the lit-
erature—informational benefits that people receive from other
peopleandthecharacteristicsofrelationshipsthatdictatewhom
is sought for these benefits. We found that while receipt of the
five information benefits was most significantly related to task
interdependence, social features of relationships take on added
significance as one moves from receipt of a solution to valida-
tion of decisions in organizational settings. We hope that future
research will explore the performance implications of our find-
ings in relation to social capital, computer-mediated communi-
cation and organizational learning.
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